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A brief after-dinner talk presented at the PhyStat LHC Workshop, in which I
present some unexpected Bayesian thinking dating back to the Middle Ages.
As I am often accused of being an incorrigible frequentist, I thought I should do some more
studying of the Bayesian methodology and in particular the early history and foundations of Bayesian
thinking.
I found to my great surprise that many of the ideas and even the terminology I thought originated
in the 18th, 19th and 20th centuries can actually be traced back long before Reverend Thomas Bayes’
famous paper on the Doctrine of Chances.
The earliest traces I could nd are from the 12th and 13th centuries. In those days in Europe, there
were many ways in which one could lead a religious life. Probably the most devoted servants of the faith
were the monks, who lived in monasteries (as their name implies), and the friars, who led humble lives
in the outside world. The name of the latter group derives from the French frère, or brother.
Although we tend to have a romantic view of monasteries now, by all accounts life in the monas-
teries was not very comfortable. Everything was in stone or hard wood, and meals were taken while
seated on long wooden or even stone benches. Although quite uncomfortable, these benches were very
important, for it was here that one encountered the highest posterior densities.
The friars, on the other hand, were not concentrated in monasteries, so the friar density was much
more spread out and uniform, as it should be. Not completely uniform, of course, because friars were
believers, so the friar density reected the degree of belief, or faith, for a given region.
In the beginning, friars were supposed to have no possessions and live from begging alone, but this
was not an entirely workable arrangement, so most of them eventually took on regular jobs. Those who
worked in the library were known as reference friars, and those who did ironing were called at friars.
As it must happen with any social group, some friars, and indeed those most often encountered
in public, were accused of improper behaviour. These improper friars soon became a source of scandal,
starting with their provocative dress often characterized by considerable undercoverage. There was some
discussion about how much coverage a friar should have, and it was decided that, at the very least, their
posteriors should have adequate coverage.
Finally, one case was reported of a friar with no coverage at all! This friar was arrested, but was
later released for lack of evidence.
There was a suggestion to organize the friars into groups, with leaders that would oversee the
behaviour of the group members, but the idea of hierarchical friars was not well received. Finally, a
physicist friar by the name of Jeffrey decided to form his own group of friars known as Jeffrey’s friars,
who would promise to behave themselves better. Most importantly, their behaviour was to be invariant.
But even if it was invariant, the behaviour of some of Jeffrey’s friars was still improper. Moreover,
they were accused of being unprincipled, since they refused to obey an obscure religious dogma known
as the Principle of Likelihood.
Just at this time an additional problem arose with those friars who (like many monks) had taken
vows of silence. These friars were called noninformative friars, and there was considerable discussion
about just how noninformative they were. An inuential author in Valencia even published a pamphlet
with the provocative title "Noninformative Friars do not Exist!"
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Further problems arose as an unexpected group, the Multidimensional Friars, exhibited a new form
of unacceptable behaviour: inconsistency. But by this time, the Reformation was in full swing in much
of Europe, and in the confusion that followed, the trail of early Bayes history has been lost.
Fred James,
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